Executive Summary
It is too early to conclude that China is trapped in 
Are China's Legal Reforms Stalled?
China has made remarkable progress in improving its legal system, essentially beginning from scratch in 1978. As the rule of law and other good governance indicators correlate highly with wealth, China's performance is arguably best judged relative to other countries of similar income.
1 China performs better than the average country in its income class on the rule of law. China does reasonably well on most core indicators of good governance relative to its income level, being above average on political stability, government effectiveness, and regulatory control.
But it is doing worse on controlling corruption. 
Legal reforms in China 1998-2004 and beyond
The government's efforts to establish socialist rule of law have resulted in major changes to virtually all aspects of the legal-political system.
Reforms have led to significant changes in
Party-state and state-society relations, and to major governing institutions, including the people's congresses, the procuracy, the police, the legal profession, the judiciary, and the administrative law regime. 4 Wide-ranging administrative legal reforms include the acceptance of a new conception of governance based on the principle of administration according to law (yifa xingzheng); strengthening the administrative law regulatory framework; improving the quality of the civil service; limited, albeit not insignificant, efforts at deregulation; recent measures to increase transparency and public participation; and attempts to strengthen the various mechanisms for reining in state actors.
Judicial reforms since 1998 fall into three broad categories: efforts to make the adjudicative process more efficient and just, reforms aimed at enhancing the quality and professionalism of judges, and attempts to increase the independence of the courts.
The many significant reforms should be enough to call into question claims that the legal system has deteriorated since 1998.
Reforms of the adjudication process
Reforms designed to enhance efficiency and justice have altered every phase of the judicial process:
from the acceptance of the case to the trial, issuance of the judgment, subsequent appeals, and enforcement.
A basic requirement of rule of law is that people have reasonable access to the court system. The total number of cases handled by the courts grew dramatically through the 1980s and 1990s, levelling off at between 6 and 7 million cases a year.
In response to heavier caseloads and increasing backlogs, the SPC has encouraged greater use of simplified and summary procedures in both civil and criminal trials, thus enhancing judicial efficiency.
The SPC has also issued regulations that clarify the A potentially significant reform has been the implementation of a system where presiding judges are selected based on merit through a competitive process and given more authority within the court.
A number of reforms have also sought to make judges more accountable to the public, and to enhance supervision of the judiciary by the media.
In 1999, the SPC emphasized that trials be open to the public. In practice, most cases are now open in most courts, although some restrictions in sensitive cases and on the foreign press remain.
Independence
The SPC has moved to increase the independence of the courts slowly, in part because of concerns about granting more power and discretion to incompetent or corrupt judges. There is something of a chicken and egg aspect of judicial reforms: a competent and clean judiciary infused with a sense of professional pride requires a high degree of independence and authority; and yet an independent and authoritative judiciary assumes competent and clean judges.
However, there has now been enough progress in raising the professional qualifications of judges and in curtailing corruption to begin expanding the independence and authority of the courts.
As noted, there is now greater emphasis on professional qualifications in hiring and promotion decisions, which strengthens the independence of judges. The SPC has sought to reform the longstanding practice of higher courts responding to inquiries from the lower courts for advice regarding legal issues in particular cases. This practice has been criticized for depriving the litigant of the right to appeal, since the higher court will already have decided the key issues. The Second Five-Year Agenda recommends that lower courts submit cases that involve generally applicable legal issues to the higher court directly for hearing, rather than seeking advice.
This would eliminate the problem of the higher court making decisions in cases that it does not hear, and also preserve the integrity of the appeal process.
The SPC has also sought to address local protectionism and interference by government There is greater protection of civil and political rights, including rights around sensitive political issues. Ongoing abuses of rights still occur, with rights frequently given a communitarian or collectivist interpretation rather than a liberal one.
The long march to the rule of law?
Why are commentators so eager to conclude that China's is on a long march to nowhere, rather than to rule of law, democracy, and prosperity, like other successful East Asian states that followed a roughly similar path?
One possible explanation has to do with the choice of the standard for comparison, which often determines the outcome of the assessment. Arguably the biggest source of subjective bias is strong normative commitments, which often get the better of scholarly objectivity and common sense.
Far from a shiny pagoda on the hill, a model for developing states, China for some is an evil empire, 
Conclusion: time will tell
China is facing many of the same issues as other developing countries. China is now entering a difficult phase in the reform process, but it is too early to conclude that China is trapped in transition. 
The Foundation
The mission of the Foundation is to study, reflect on, and promote an understanding of the role that law plays in society. This is achieved by identifying and analysing issues of contemporary interest and importance. In doing so, it draws on the work of scholars and researchers, and aims to make its work easily accessible to practitioners and professionals, whether in government, business, or the law.
Rule of Law in China: Chinese Law and Business
The main objective of the programme is to study the ways in which Chinese law and legal institutions encounter and interact with the social environment, including economic and political factors, at local, regional, national, and international levels.
The Foundation's perspective in pursuing this objective is that of entrepreneurs considering investment in China, the lawyers advising them, executives of an international institution or nongovernmental authority, or senior public officials of another country. The combination of this objective and our particular perspective constitutes a unique approach to the study of the role of law and its relationship to other aspects of society in China.
